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Abstract 
This dissertation is an attempt to show the connection between the perceptions people have 
about what a house form should be like due to their cultural and social background, and the 
importance of manifesting theses perceptions in architectural design of housing. 
Special attention is paid to the need and importance in the manifestation of cultural 
perceptions in house form design when it comes to public housing. Attempts to relate to the 
user and their requirements made by other architects are looked into and possible methods 
that can be used for this purpose are pointed out and discussed. 
Case studies on Jayawadanagama housing scheme and Summit Flats are done as examples 
to show different methods adopted in public housing design in Sri Lanka and their success 
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Introduction 
0.1 Preamble 
The primary concern and existence of architecture depends on People. Hence, 
Architectural design should also be approached through People. Different 
people in different cultures have varying psychological and sociological 
inclinations and aspirations as to what they want and how they want to live. 
Therefore if individual analysis of each user is not possible, at least a good 
cultural and sociological analysis of user communities should be made, and 
through that those needs should be catered to with appropriate architectural 
solutions. 
Another important aspect is the relationship of different communities and 
cultures to nature and their surroundings. It should be noted that not every 
culture in the world relate to their outside environment with the same attitude or 
enthusiasm as another culture, each having different sets of values or climatic 
conditions. 
Each culture is formed through a set of values and norms which are 
established through a long period of time and help organize and structure their 
life. This in turn leads to a particular behavioral pattern among the people of 
that culture, establishing a certain hierarchy between people of different age, 
gender and civic status etc determining the different ways in which they interact 
with each other. 
To maintain these unique relationships between people of a given culture, they 
need a certain spatial arrangement in their dwellings (which include forms of 
individual houses and specific patterns of arrangements) that facilitate this 
behavioral need. Hence the basic Form of the Dwelling derive from these 
constrains which holds the cultural perception of the spaces which allow people 
to retain their life style is what determines their identity. 
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Finding this out and creating the exactly 'right' Form is the architects prime 
responsibility and this is what separates his role from that of a planner or a 
builder. 
0 . 2 T o p i c Proposal 
0.2.1 Observation/Issue 
"In the poslindustrial society of the 20th century, housing in 
developing nations and poor parts of developed countries continues to 
be of insufficient quality and does not meet the demand of some parts 
of the population."' 
In urban towns housing is seen as simply permanent shelter for 
human habitation. Therefore a lot of the housing schemes or public 
houses that has been built address the need for shelter and respond 
quantitatively to solve it. But the qualitative aspect of what makes the 
house a home for the user has not been addressed effectively. Hence 
it does not give the user the feeling of belonging or the personal 
element that allows them to make the house in which they live, a true 
home for their family. 
1
 "Housing (shelter)."Microsoft® Encarta® Encyclopedia 2001. © 1993-2000 Microsoft 
Corporation. All rights reserved. 
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0.2.2 Crit ical ity 
"The effects of bad housing can be measured directly. It lessens 
industrial efficiency, encourages inferior citizenship, lowers the 
standard of family life, and deprives people of reasonable comfort. 
There are also direct relationships between poor housing and poor 
health, and between poor housing and crime. " 2 
The safest and the most comfortable space for one should be their 
home. The house being the space that provides ones anchorage 
and a base from which they grow and extend in to the rest of the 
world, it will be a determining factor of ones mental and 
psychological shaping. 
Each person has an idea of what a house is and they relate to a 
certain type of spatial arrangement or a built form that allows for 
certain activities essential to the life style of their background to take 
place. 
The way spaces of the house relate to the outside, the spatial 
penetration across the house and the circulation pattern of the house 
are distinctly associated with different communities depending on 
their socio-cultural background. Culture is the knowledge, beliefs 
and values etc that molds the social thinking of any individual, and 
this is what enables one to perceive the rest of the world in a 
meaningful manner. 
-"Economic Conditions of the South."Microsoft® Encarta® Encyclopedia 2001. © 
1993-2000 Microsoft Corporation. All rights reserved. 
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Hence each person has a cultural perception of what they need as a 
house in order to experience the essence of a home with the human 
activities that he needs to make happen to achieve the psychological 
relaxation one expects and needs to get from their home. 
This mental relaxation that should be possible to be achieved from a 
house is necessary for any person to become mentally balanced. 
Therefore the lack of this affects the psychology and the balance of 
people who actually work for the city, making the productivity of the 
city highly inefficient. 
Hence the form of the house should be derived according to the 
cultural perception of space and its use in a house in order to 
maintain a balanced psychological condition in the workforce of the 
city in order to achieve efficiency of the city. 
Due to land limitations and the influx of people in cities, the concept 
of mass housing for the public has become a more realistic solution 
to individual housing. 
Hence when housing groups of people in public housing schemes, it 
is all the more important to derive a method of designing housing 
that cater to a large number of people while still making the houses 
and the environment fit to larger cultural perceptions in order to 
make sure the people get what they require both physically and 
psychologically through the spaces created both inside and around 
their houses. 
If this issue is not rightly handled to deliver a sense of belonging, an 
identity, privacy and a territoriality to each user, it will not just affect 
the psychology of one person or family, but that of thousands of 
people in the city. 
> 
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0.2.3 Possible Causes for Unsuccessful Housing Solutions 
a. The ignorance of the need to address the qualitative aspects of 
the cultural needs of space and its arrangements when designing 
houses for people even in urban conditions. Basically the fact that 
there is such a problem is not seen. 
b. Even when the problem is understood, the need for addressing it 
is rejected due to physical, economic and political situations as 
restrictions through financial difficulties to provide quality housing, 
the need for economizing by designing basic unit houses in the 
accepted standard for a shelter and to suite technical efficiencies 
etc in order to provide a larger number of houses to house more 
people. 
c. The mechanism through which it could be achieved is not known 
by the Architects. The method of how to understand and analyze 
the cultural issues of the user or how to architecturally resolve 
these cultural needs when designing a house dwelling is not 
known. 
0.2.3.1 The Hypothesis 
When considering the above reasons it is seen that even 
when the cultural needs are understood, the fundamental 
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Even the most basic form, can be made into a comfortable 
home if that basic cultural concept of the house, in the users 
head has been manifested in it. 
It is seen that this is mostly true of architect designed 
housing for the poor. Many lessons though can be learnt 
from the people designed houses of the shanties. Architect 
designed houses often become slums due to the lack of the 
architects understanding the cultural perception of the 
people they are building for. 
Therefore, more than anything else, it is the lack of studying 
the cultural background of the user and analyzing his/ her 
psychological needs (or profile) that has made housing today 
so qualitatively poor and not up to standard. 
0.2.4 The Study as the Remedy 
0.2.4.1 The Intension of the Study 
This study will look into the urban housing needs of today 
and attempt to establish that, the idea of what a house is 
comes through the cultural background of the user and that it 
is essential to cater to this cultural perception of what a 
house is in order to provide them with housing which will be 
psychologically satisfying as much as physically providing 
shelter. 
It will go on to show that, this information about the cultural 
perception of what the house should be for different people 
can be collectively studied by doing a psycho-socio profile of 
the socio-cultural background of the entire community since 
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it is not possible to analyze and individualize for each and 
every person when it come to community housing. . 
0.2.4.2 Method of Work 
° A look in to how architecture becomes a social art which is 
purposeless devoid of the people who use it. 
° Study of the components and factors affecting house form. 
» The way culture and society determines how one 
perceives the world. 
° The idea of 'Home' and how it has been perceived through 
culture will be studied to show how the house form is 
derived through cultural needs and conditions - creating a 
definite perception of the House Form in the minds of the 
people, which is required for them to be psychologically 
satisfied in a house as much as gain shelter from it 
physically. 
d
 A study of the urban housing need, its shortcomings and 
essential requirements for its improvement will be made. 
a
 Finally the study will look into how it is possible for an 
architect to deliver this cultural perception of the house, in 
urban community housing. 
° Case studies of community housing projects that has tried 
to cater to this need will be done to see how it has helped 
in uplifting the quality of urban community housing. 
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0.2.4.3 Scope and Limitations 
The need to relate to a preconceived cultural perception of 
what a house is in housing design, is true for every type of 
house. May it be custom designed individual housing, public 
housing, flats, apartments or condominiums, in urban or rural 
context, they still need to psychologically and physically 
satisfy the user. 
This study will be looking into the house form in general 
through points of views of architecture and culture initially 
and then relating it to "urban community housing" 
requirements. 
The discussions and examples will be made in a generalized 
manner with specific examples to give the broader idea of 
the concept in discussion rather than detailing each concept 
in depth. This is done so since there are a number of such 
concepts that needs to be discussed in order to clarify the 
main idea of the topic. 
The study will use relevant design project done in the first 
year of M.Sc. architecture at the University of Moratuwa as 
examples to demonstrate some of the possible strategies 
that can be used in housing design. 
There will be case studies done from two housing schemes 
in Colombo to demonstrate successful and unsuccessful 
attempts of existing public housing solutions in Sri Lanka. 
8 
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0.3 Line of Reasoning 
Housing is an essential need for humans, and the quality of housing affects the 
mental state and psychological conditions of people. Good housing would 
mean a way in which both qualitative and quantitative needs of housing are 
achieved. 
In order to achieve this, the houses in which people live should be made in 
away that it can become a home for the user. 
The idea of 'home' is different in the minds of each person, and it depends 
strongly on the perceptions one has due to their socio cultural upbringing. 
Hence by analyzing the socio cultural backgrounds, it is possible to design 
housing form in a way that the user himself can perceive it as their home 
easily. 
But the difficult part is when it comes to design for public housing; since there is 
no specific user. But here, it should be still possible to achieve qualitative 
results by analyzing the user group as a whole to see what their cultural 
perceptions are about community living and homes, and catering the housing 
so that these are achieved successfully and leave room for flexible adjustments 
so that the user himself can adjust it with his lifestyle and truly personalize it -
but with the main form of it still in tact since it reflects what they desire as a 
home deep inside. 
